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ABSTRACT 
Social media has become a salient part of the social world. However, social media platforms 
are no longer solely for conversing with others; they have become a tool for self-presentation 
and the curation of self. This paper explores how previous social media research and scholars 
can be used to understand the intentionality displayed by Instagram users as they construct 
their online identities and profiles. Additionally, this paper aims to further understand this 
process by approaching it as a process of curation through a Bourdieusian lens. Bourdieu’s 
sociological lens will allow for a further understanding of the intentionality behind social 
media practices by providing insight into how the social media functions as a field separate 
from the physical social world. Further exploration on how the process of curation impacts 
the notion of self and identity is needed to understand the notion of profileness that has 
penetrated this social space.   
Keywords: social media, identity, self, self-presentation, intentionality, authenticity, curation 
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Introduction  
 As individuals begin to live more and more of their lives online, social media has 
become a central presence in the lives of many individuals, especially the Instagram platform 
(Caldeira et. al., 2020). Social media has become a routine aspect of our social lives. 
However, this was not always the case. It was not until 2006 that two social media platforms, 
Facebook and Twitter, became accessible to the general public and became widespread 
(Morris, 2020). Social media has evolved over the years as it used to be used for primarily 
conversational purposes as they allowed for users to socialize and remain in contact with 
family, friends, and acquaintances (Marwick, 2013; Manago, 2015). More recently, there has 
been a shift on social media from being conversational to being primarily visual oriented 
platforms (Hand, 2020). Popular platforms, such as FaceBook, Twitter, Tumblr, and 
Instagram, have all transformed into being image based platforms (Hand, 2020). Nowadays, 
social media platforms have a larger focus on the presentation of oneself and advertisement.  
 In particular, Instagram platform is generally understood as a visually and 
aesthetically oriented social media platform (Caldeira et. al., 2020). Instagram users are able 
to carefully construct their online profile and thus take control over their presentation of self 
by constructing their personal aesthetic. As social media become part of the everyday (Hand, 
2020), it becomes a tool for users to construct their self presentation through a process of 
curation. This process includes various aspects, such as an intentional and careful 
presentation of oneself. 
 This paper aims to understand this process that social media users’ behaviour engage 
in while posting on Instagram can be explained by a process of curation with the application 
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of Bourdieu’s sociological lens. The study of social media has become increasingly more 
important throughout the COVID-19 pandemic as individuals are recommended to practice 
social distancing measures to limit the spread, and turned to social media platforms in order 
to socialize and stay connected to the social world. This has resulted in the need for more 
research on the social behaviour that individuals engage with while on various social media 
platforms. By applying Bourdieu’s sociological lens to this process, this study aims to 
understand online self-presentation as an Instagram profile through a processual lens. 
Existing Conceptions of Identity 
 Identity is a complex concept that has been explored and researched by many 
disciplines. Despite the popular usage of the term, identity lacks a definitive definition of 
what it is, how it is developed, and how it is formed. While the term remains open to various 
interpretations, one of the most common conceptions is the notion of it being central to one’s 
being. The question, who are you?, tends to be important in understanding the concept of 
identity (McAdams & Zapata-Gietl, 2015; Côté & Levine, 2016). Throughout the literature, 
identity and self have been used interchangeably despite the fact that identity and self do not 
mean the same thing. The differences between identity and self can be seen in three aspects: 
as a process, structure, and content (Côté & Levine, 2016). Self tends to be the preferred term 
for referring to the individual’s psychological processes, whereas identity is used as a social 
relational tool (Hammack, 2015). By understanding identity as a social relational tool, we 
can view identity as a social tool through which people use identity to understand and 
experience the world surrounding them (Hammack, 2015). Therefore, identity can be thought 
of as a window to the self, meaning that it is the aspect of self that is presented to the world 
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(Hammack, 2015). There are three themes that emerge amongst the literature: (1) identity as 
central to one’s being; (2) identity as transactional; and (3) identity as intentional.  
Identity as Central 
 In thinking of one’s identity as central, the assumption being made is that each 
individual’s identity exists at the centre of their being and can be discovered. Waterman 
(1984) theorized that identity could be understood with the use of two metaphors, one being 
identity as discovery; the other, identity as creation, will be discussed below. This metaphor 
proposes that each person has an innate set of characteristics, or identity, within them to be 
uncovered (Waterman, 1984; Schlegel et al., 2012), and presumes that there is a true self 
within each individual that is awaiting discovery. The discovery or realization of one’s true 
self is theorized to be the greatest fulfillment of one’s life and is associated with achieving 
self actualization (Waterman, 1984). 
 Additionally, identity classically includes its stability over time. More precisely, 
identity becomes a conceptual tool for understanding an individual’s sameness and difference 
over time (Hammack, 2015; Shirai et. al., 2016). Early theorists, such as William James, 
defined identity as the consciousness of sameness while taking into account the link and 
difference between identity and self (James, 1890; Hammack, 2015). A consciousness of 
sameness refers to personal continuity, which refers to the stability of one’s roles and 
commitment over time, and the perception of sameness that is displayed by individuals on a 
day to day (Hammack, 2015; Côté & Levine, 2016). As stated above, self and identity are not 
the same thing. The self refers to the personal, whereas identity refers to the social aspect of 
the self (Hammack, 2015; Côté & Levine, 2016). James’ approach to understanding identity 
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acknowledges the distinction of the ‘I’ and ‘me’. He considered identity as a feature of the 
‘me’ (James, 1890). The ‘me’ being the objective self, which remains conscious over time 
that represents one’s personal identity as a consciousness of sameness (James, 1890). 
Whereas, the ‘I’ represents the subjective self, which refers to one’s public identity that 
features the ‘me’ (James, 1890). In sum, James’ theory understands identity as a 
consciousness of sameness, while acknowledging the difference and link between one’s self 
and identity. 
 In sum, identity as central presumes views identity as something that comes from 
within. This approach refers to Identity as an innate aspect of one’s being. It is to be 
discovered. James’ conception of identity defines it as a consciousness of sameness, where 
the identity is an aspect of the self. This is demonstrated in his distinction between the ‘I’ and 
the ‘me’, where the ‘me’ refers to the identity or the objective self. Identity as central can be 
referred to as one’s true self. 
Identity as Transactional 
 Approaching identity as a central component within each individual may be a 
common conception. However others may conceptualize it as being transactional implying 
that identity is not solely an internal aspect of a person, but rather an interaction between self 
and society. This approach presumes that self and society are interwoven throughout the 
identity formation process. George Herbert Mead theorized that the self was something in 
need of development through social experiences and activity rather than something innate 
(Hammack, 2015). Similarly, George Horton Cooley (1902) theorized what he referred to as 
the looking-glass self, which viewed the self as being constructed based on the reflections 
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provided in social interactions. The looking-glass self is understood as transactional as the 
self becomes a reflection of how society sees an individual. Other transactional identity 
theories involve viewing identity as a project to be worked on or as being flexible and 
changeable (Marwick, 2013). 
 Arguably, the most well-known identity theorist is Erik Erikson, who developed the 
psychosocial developmental model. This model expands on the Freudian stages of 
psychosexual development by placing an emphasis on social context and the relationship 
between societal shifts and identity development (Erikson, 1963; McAdams & Zapata-Gietl, 
2015; Rogers, 2018). More specifically, the fifth stage of Erikson’s model conceptualizes the 
occurrence of identity formation meaning that during adolescence individuals face a period 
of psychosocial moratorium (Erikson, 1968). This period is when individuals continue to 
explore different identity and role options, but have not yet committed to any identity 
(Marcia, 2006). It is in this period of time that individuals experiment with different roles and 
identities until one is found that comes to define them and seems uniquely made for them 
(Erikson 1963; Erikson, 1968). Erikson’s psychosocial developmental model is as much 
about the individual seeking an identity as it is about society providing the roles in which 
identities can be found.  
 Building on Erikson’s model, Marcia expands on the fifth stage of the psychosocial 
developmental model by contributing a paradigm for assessing identity statuses (McAdams 
& Zapata-Gietl, 2015). This paradigm includes four different identity statuses: achievement, 
foreclosure, diffusion, and moratorium. Each identity status is based on how high or low one 
falls on a two-dimensional scale of identity formation: exploration and commitment 
THE PRACTICE OF CURATION ON INSTAGRAM Smerchinski 6
(McAdams & Zapata-Gietl, 2015). Exploration allows for individuals to try out different 
roles and possibilities in society until finding one that fits and to commit to. Both Erikson and 
Marcia found these dimensions to be of importance throughout the identity formation 
process. 
 Furthermore, people do not hold or wear one singular identity in the world. They have 
multiple identities that one wears and changes depending on the social space that they find 
themselves in (Todd, 2005). These multiple identities can be viewed as layers of the 
individual. Rather it does not refer to the individual completely changing from one social 
space to another, but that they embody a variety of slightly different identities that are better 
equated for certain situations (Todd, 2005). For example, Stuart Hall viewed people as 
pluralist subjects that were socially constructed, but more importantly, as flexible and 
changeable (Marwick, 2013). 
 Identity as transactional takes into account the influence that society and the people 
that an individual surrounds themself with has on one’s identity. The self and society 
constantly play on each other, as one of the two evolve so does the other. For example, as 
society moves toward a digital world, an individual’s identity becomes a reflection of this by 
becoming more present online. Identity becomes a tool for individuals to present a socially 
acceptable aspect of self. 
Identity as Intentional 
 Another approach to conceptualizing identity is seeing it as intentional. As previously 
stated, Waterman (1984) theorized that identity could be understood with the use of two 
metaphors, one being identity as discovery and the other being identity as creation. The idea 
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of identity as creation does not support the idea of a daimon nor of a true self, but rather 
assumes that individuals participate in a divine-like act of creation throughout identity 
development (Waterman, 1984). It views the identity formation process as being similar to 
the creative process of an artist, where it emerges from nothing except for personal choice 
(Schlegel, et al., 2012). This creation process can also be understood as consisting of the 
careful and cautious construction of who one thinks they are through the “processing, 
interpreting, and organizing of self-relevant information and feedback from personal 
experiences” (Berzonsky, 2016, p. 269). This process can lead an individual to a limitless 
array of identities that one may become, which may lead to existential dread (Waterman, 
1984). Despite the existential dread, Waterman’s metaphor of identity as creation presumes 
an intentional aspect where individuals have control over their identity.  
 Erving Goffman’s theory of impression management similarly posits identity as 
intentional. Goffman views people as social actors that present themselves differently based 
on the context and audience that surrounds them (Goffman, 1956). Therefore, social actors 
are in constant impression management throughout their day-to-day interactions (Goffman, 
1956). In doing so, the self is performed and presented to the world. Impression management 
involves the act of self-presentation which is presumed to occur on two levels: front-stage 
and backstage. The front-stage self performance refers to the cautious presentation of a 
socially acceptable self (Goffman, 1956). When engaging in front-stage self performance, the 
individual is assuming the role of a performer and consciously portraying a version of the 
self that best suits that environment. On the other hand, the backstage self performance refers 
to one’s presentation of their authentic self (Goffman, 1956). Where the backstage presumes 
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identity as a central aspect, Goffman’s view of identity is  intentional since people are in 
constant management of their self during social interactions. His work also presumes an 
equivalence between presentation and identity, which in turns presumes intentionality. 
 Despite the complexity that surrounds the conceptualizations of identity, it remains an 
important aspect of both the study of human development and of human behaviour. Whether 
or not the best term is identity or self, they are both pieces of the puzzle that cannot be 
ignored. These three conceptions of identity that have been identified will be used in this 
research as a way of discussing the relationship between identity and the online world. 
Identity can be viewed as central to one’s being, as transactional with society meaning that 
society influences one’s identity, and as intentional where identity is constructed 
purposefully. While all three conceptions are important to address, identity as intentional 
becomes a salient conception when studying identity on social media platforms.  
Identity and Social Media 
 Social media has arguably challenged the ways in which identity is approached 
analytically and has in turn highlighted the conception that identity is the aspect of the self 
that is presented to the world. While using social media, users experience new ways of 
presenting themselves that may not be possible in the physical world. Users are able to take 
control over their self presentation by deciding which aspects of the self to share and which 
to hide (Davis, 2017). Through the ability to carefully construct their social media profiles, 
these profiles become filled with symbolic markers of one’s identity (Marwick, 2013). As the 
self became an object of marketing and promotion, social media became a tool for identity 
customization and construction (Marwick, 2013). 
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 Despite the reality that individuals hold multiple identities, social media platforms 
typically prefer when their users present and maintain a singular online identity (Marwick, 
2013; van Dijck, 2013). However, each individual platform does provide their users the 
ability to present themselves slightly differently from another (Caldeira et. al., 2020; Corts, 
2016). For example, Facebook allows for users to tell their story and update family members, 
while LinkedIn allows users to present their professional selves, and Instagram allows for 
users to present themselves in an aesthetically desirable way. A singular online identity 
becomes important for each platform as it allows for social media algorithms, purposeful 
advertisement, marketing, and more to run smoothly (van Dijck, 2013). Additionally, the 
platforms are able to collect more accurate behavioural data and personal information when 
users present a cohesive identity (van Dijck, 2013). This collection of information allows for 
social media platform owners to update their platforms algorithms to better tailor one’s social 
media content to their online identity (van Dijck, 2013; Manago, 2015; Caldeira et. al., 
2020). Researchers have found social media platform owners promote the idea of a singular 
online identity as it is believed to maximize transparency, which benefits social media 
algorithms, purposeful advertisement, marketing, and more (van Dijck, 2013). In this case, 
transparency refers to the truthfulness of one’s profile, as if one’s life is being displayed 
online as they are experiencing it (van Dijck, 2013). These profiles are constructed by users 
and presumed to be transparent. Despite this presumption, the idea of an online identity 
stems from a conflicting assumption that people present themselves differently online and 
offline (Marwick, 2013). 
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 The literature has noted that many social media users emphasize their personal 
characteristics and traits in attempt to be perceived as authentic, while remaining aware that 
their profiles are purposefully constructed (Marwick, 2013; Caldeira et. al., 2020). However, 
similar to identity, authenticity itself is a socially constructed conception and exists in 
relation to the context (Marwick, 2013). Thus, the constructed online self-presentation can be 
linked to Goffman’s front-stage self (Marwick, 2013; van Dijck, 2013). The online 
expression of one’s online identity becomes an act of purposeful self-presentation through 
the production of a social media persona (Marwick, 2013). While users attempt to remain 
authentic online, this process of constructing a coherent social media persona throughout 
their profile questions the transparency and authenticity of one’s profile. 
 With regard to online self-presentation, social media users engage in what we have 
referred to above as an intentional form of self-presentation. By approaching online self-
presentation as an intentional process, Goffman’s theory of impression management can be 
used to further understand this online behaviour by utilizing the two levels of self 
presentation to explain the online self presentation process as users give the illusion of 
revealing their backstage self through their front-stage self. This way other users believe that 
they are seeing an authentic individual online rather than a carefully constructed profile. This 
is done through the careful decisions a user makes when developing and presenting their 
online identity, such as the clothes they wear, the platform they use, who they follow and 
engage with online, how they want to be perceived, the filters they will apply and captions 
they use, what to document and share, and to whom they expose their online profile (Davis, 
2017). These decision-making processes generally are linked to the users’ offline identity 
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development and the development of self. In sum, the online self presentation practice has 
become a performance and a conscious process rather than a presentation of one’s authentic 
self. 
 By approaching the online identity as a process, one’s online identity and self-
presentation on social media can be described as a product of an intentional performance. 
Existing research explores this process of constructing and presenting one’s online identity 
(Marwick, 2013; Caldeira et. al., 2020; Davis, 2017), which allows future work to question 
the intentionality that lies behind a user’s online activity. A salient factor throughout the 
process of deciding what to post includes the feedback the user received on previous posts 
and the feedback they anticipate their post will receive (van Dijck, 2013; Marwick, 2015). 
This feedback is received in the form of likes, comments, and follows, also referred to as 
online engagements (van Dijck, 2013). As identity studies have identified, feedback on 
potential identities is an important aspect of the identity development process (Manago, 
2015). Both Mead and Cooley describe identity as transactional, where it is formed in 
relation to society. With regards to social media, Mead’s approach allows us to further 
understand how identity is influenced by social experiences and activities, such as social 
media usage and its influence on the formation of one’s online self (Hammack, 2015). 
Additionally, Cooley’s looking-glass self takes into account the influence that followers have 
on the users, as well as, those they are following. The content that a user is exposed to 
influences how a user presents themselves in order to meet standards and conform to the 
social norms and expectations. Therefore, online engagements should be considered to be as 
important to the perceived “successful” development of one’s online identity.  
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 Furthermore, this process that users engage in can be considered a form of 
storytelling. When users engage in the storytelling process, they create a personal narrative 
that acts as a hidden meaning beneath the carefully constructed profile (Caldeira et. al., 
2020). Narrative theories of identity suggest that people construct life stories to provide 
themselves with a sense of meaning and purpose (Hammack, 2015), and this extends to 
social media identity as well. On Facebook, for example, users are encouraged to develop a 
narrative through the use of the Timeline feature (van Dijck, 2013). Zuckerberg introduced 
the Timeline for the first time by saying, “Timeline is the story of your life. It has three 
pieces: all your stories, all your apps, and a new way to express who you are” (Zuckerberg, 
2011). The user’s entire life becomes reduced to a single page that includes both a carefully 
reassembled life and a consciously presented public self (van Dijck, 2013). This Timeline 
becomes the tool for expressing their online identity. Similarly, Instagram allows for users to 
constantly interact with their online identity through the ability to continuously archive and 
bring back old photos into their original time sequence to create and maintain their 
instagrammable aesthetic.  
 The current research focuses on the online self-presentation process of a single social 
media platform, Instagram, as it has become a central presence in the social media landscape 
and the everyday lives of its users (Caldeira et. al., 2020; Hand, 2020). On Instagram, users 
engage in a similar self-presentation practices and process as they would on other platforms 
in order to develop an online identity; however, there is a greater importance placed on the 
aesthetic that the user is assuming. Caldeira and colleagues introduce the concept of an edited 
self to references one’s online identity on Instagram as this platform primarily is visually and 
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aesthetically oriented platform, where the photographs being posted are more important than 
the captions written (Caldeira et. al., 2020; Hand, 2020). The edited self is an authentic yet 
constructed presentation of self, where one’s profile to be perceived as both aesthetically 
pleasing and authentic at the same time (Caldeira et. al., 2020). The term authentic refers to 
the equivalence between the online and offline self. This desire creates a tension between the 
claim of authenticity and the creation of an instagrammable aesthetic (Caldeira et. al., 2020). 
Thus, Instagram profiles are an attempt to display one’s authentic true self through a 
constructed aesthetically pleasing lens that is considered instagrammable. The use of the term 
and attempt to be authentic while purposefully constructing an online presence is inherently 
contradictory, yet remains a desirable goal to many. This concept of the instagrammable 
relates to certain aspects and standards that a user’s content should satisfy in order to be 
considered as good enough to be shared on Instagram (Caldeira et. al., 2020). Despite this, 
users still generally consider their content as personal, authentic, and not consciously curated 
to please others as they downplay the importance of satisfying these standards to attract more 
followers, comments, or likes (Caldeira et. al., 2020; Marwick & Boyd, 2011b). 
 Social media has allowed for this exploration and expression of identity to occur in a 
virtual public or semi-public space, where users can receive feedback in the form of online 
engagements from a potentially limitless audience, depending on the platform (Caldeira et. 
al., 2020; Manago, 2015). With regard to identity development, the potential of a limitless 
audience provides users with the ability to gather a wider range of information and feedback 
on their online identity (Marwick & boyd, 2011a). More generally, the potentially limitless 
audience leaves a user’s posts open to a widespread of interpretations as social media is 
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accessible to those all around the world resulting in social media users attempting to imagine 
their audience (Marwick & boyd, 2011a; van Dijck, 2013). Unfortunately, people tend to 
only imagine their audiences as being those that they would regularly interact with, but this 
in many ways is a fantasy (Marwick & boyd, 2011a). The reality is that users have the ability 
to control what content is shared and to whom through privacy settings, but social media is 
accessible to people on a global scale (Davis, 2017). This ability to restrict or expand their 
audience provides users with a relative level of comfort that they will receive likes and 
positive comments regardless of what they post (Caldeira et. al., 2020). Cooley’s theory of 
the looking-glass self relates to how one constructs their profile. Users construct their social 
media persona based on past feedback in order to obtain positive feedback from their 
followers. Similar to the offline world, social media feedback and followers are important to 
consider when seeking to understand the online identity development and self presentation.  
 In sum, social media has become a tool that allows its users to take control over their 
self presentation. Individuals are able to turn the process of self presentation into a 
purposefully constructed profile. As the literature has illustrated, the world of social media 
allows for identity development and self-presentation to be approached from a different angle 
as in viewing identity as intentional and Goffman’s theoretical lens. As social media has 
become a pervasive aspect of the everyday (Hand, 2020), it has also becomes a tool for users 
to construct their self presentation through a process of attentive curation based on a cautious 
decision making process. More specifically, Instagram acts as a tool for identity construction 
(Marwick, 2013), and for Instagram as a tool to curate one’s identity. Instagram allows 
individuals to actively and consciously engage with self-presentation practices and a process 
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of curation, in which they proceed to intentionally edit themselves to take control over how 
others perceive them.  
Research Question 
 Social media scholars and theories have sought to understand the self-presentation 
practices that users engage with while constructing their online profiles. Previous research  
has looked at how identity theories can be used within social media research to better explain 
these practices. For example, the literature has identified this practice as being an intentional 
process. Users are found to intentionally present themselves in ways that will appear to be 
authentic yet constructed to maintain social acceptability and obtain positive feedback. The 
current research seeks to build on this intentionality display by Instagram users in particular 
and answer the following research question: To what extent can Bourdieu’s analysis of the 
relations between habitus, capital, and field help us address the problematic of authenticity 
on social media? 
 To my mind, Bourdieu’s sociological lens will allow us to further understand the 
intentionality behind social media practices by providing insight into how the social media 
functions as a field separate from the physical social world. 
Bourdieu 
 As users become more aware of the powers of social media platforms, it becomes 
important to better understand these platforms. Bourdieu’s concepts of field, capital, and 
habitus can aid in further explaining and understanding social media and the processes at 
play online. In particular, the decision-making process that a user engages with to produce 
their social media profile and the process of obtaining feedback from their followers and thus 
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accumulating capital. The following section provides an overview of Bourdieu’s three main 
concepts. By understanding these main concepts, we can further understand the social world 
and the forces at play, which allow for a deeper understanding of the social media world and 
its structure. 
Field 
 First of all, Bourdieu’s concept of field can be described as a social space. However, 
it is not simply a notion nor a thesis (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). Bourdieu presents field as a 
sociological framework for structures, positions, and relations (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). 
Thinking in terms of field requires one to consider how fields are constructed and therefore 
to understand the social spaces that make up the everyday (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). 
 To begin, the terms space and field, may seem to be closely related. Space can refer to 
either the space between or around something, and possibly both. This presumes that the 
term, space, is not fixed to a single definition or a manner of thinking and its meaning is 
dependent on the context (Bourdieu, 2018). Bourdieu's notion of field allows one to view 
social spaces as structured structures, as well as, hierarchical (Bourdieu, 2018). 
 Field can also be visualized as a space of interactions (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). Field 
as a space of interactions not only addresses the real interactions, but also the possible 
interactions that may have manifested (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). These possible interactions 
may not occur, but when they are taken into consideration, a hierarchy of interaction is 
developed that involves the real and possible ones. Therefore, the ability to visualize a field 
is not simply seeing a space of individuals or the interactions that exists within it, but 
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involves seeing it as an abstract space that has been constructed in relation to positions 
(Bourdieu et. al., 2020). 
 Furthermore, Bourdieu utilizes the metaphor of a game to explain the field, where the 
social beings are the players of the game. In the Lecture of 13 December 1982, Bourdieu 
(2020) discusses the notion of field and its relative autonomy by referring to the metaphor of 
field as a game. The following exert introduces not only the effect of relative autonomy and 
the metaphor of field, but also the idea that within a field sub-fields can exist: “The notion of 
field thus consisted in saying that this effect of relative autonomy might depend on the 
possible existence within the social universe of sub universes where different games are 
played, which have their own rules and structures that reconfigure the external influences” 
(Bourdieu et. al., 2020, pp. 239-240).The use of understanding field as a game is 
unmeasurable. This metaphor allows for one to understand how fields are constructed and 
operate, as well as, the process through which social beings obtain power and prestige 
(Carter & Spencer, 2020).   
 By understanding field as a game, it can be broken down into two parts: the rules and 
the players. The rules of the game help provide an understanding of how a specific field 
operates, which includes the hierarchies and the distribution of capital within a field. These 
hierarchies are not simply a matter of how much capital an individual has; rather they are 
understood in relation to the distribution of capital (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). Hierarchies are 
the result of the unequal distribution of capital which can be measured and position social 
beings within the field (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). However, in a game it is the rules and 
regulations that create the meaning of capital and decide how it is distributed. Also, the 
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players of the game are the social beings within the field. These players do not enter a field 
as an unknowing being without any past knowledge or experiences. While playing the game, 
players interact with the rules and begin to embody them which allows them to develop a feel 
for the game and aid in their accumulation of capital. 
 Field is a a manner of thinking proposed by Bourdieu, which allows for a deeper 
understanding of the social world. It provides a reference to understand the complexities of 
social interactions. For example, instead of looking at a space filled with people and 
assuming that it functions similarly to another, Bourdieu’s notion of field provides us with 
the tools to account for the small differences, such as the people that inhabit it, and the forms 
of capital that are more highly regarded within that specific field.  
Capital 
 Capital is needed in order for an individual to succeed within a field (Bourdieu & 
Collier, 2018). While Bourdieu defines capital as “a social energy that operates in a 
determined space” (Bourdieu & Collier, 2018, p. 223), the assumption of many is that capital 
refers to wealth and financial means. However, his use of the term does not solely refer to 
this normal definition. Economic capital tends to refer to what people associate the term 
capital with. This form of capital refers to one’s finances, wealth, and properties, however it 
is also impacted by more than one’s bank account. However, Bourdieu's theoretical lens takes 
into account that a specific form of capital is needed in order to be successful within a field 
(Bourdieu & Collier, 2018; Bourdieu, 1986). In fact, his theoretical lens acknowledges and 
takes into account the interaction between different forms of capital including cultural, social, 
and economic capital. These three main different forms of capital interact with one another to 
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structure fields and position the social actors within them, while at the same time being 
structured and restructured by these foods and actors. 
 First of all, cultural capital is associated with one’s knowledge, skills, and differing 
types of educational qualifications (Bourdieu, 1986). However, it exists in three separate 
forms: the embodied state, the objectified state, and the institutionalized state. In the 
embodied state, cultural capital refers to the accumulation of knowledge through 
socialization (Bourdieu, 1986). One acquires this form of cultural capital through 
socialization, which refers to the process of learning socially acceptable behaviours, and 
through self-improvement (Bourdieu, 1986). In the objectified state, the cultural capital is 
present in material objects and media (Bourdieu, 1986). These cultural objects and media are 
often referred to as cultural goods and refer to art, music, and books as they can be possessed 
by individuals (Bourdieu, 1986). In the institutionalized state, cultural capital exists in the 
form of academic qualifications, which certify individuals with cultural competence and give 
different levels of prestige to individuals (Bourdieu, 1986). In sum, cultural capital exists in 
various forms, and all of which can be linked with economic capital, which will be discussed 
below.  
 Secondly, social capital is associated with the value attributed to one’s social network 
and social relationships (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Collier, 2018). A social network refers 
to the network of social connections that one has with others, including their family, friends, 
co-workers, and others. The amount of social capital one has is dependent on the quantity 
and quality of connections (Bourdieu, 1986). The more connections one has the more 
connected they become within society, which provides individuals with more opportunities 
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and resources. These connections can increase one’s economic capital as they are an 
investment product (Bourdieu, 1986). For example, an individual could get a job opportunity 
before the position has been made public because they are in the same network as an 
individual at the company who recommended them. In summation, social capital refers to the 
links between individuals. 
 The last form of capital is economic capital, which refers to wealth and finances. 
However, economic capital capital can be converted into all other kinds of capital and 
arguably, all other forms of capital are derived from economic capital (Bourdieu & Collier, 
2018). For example, economic capital can be transformed into cultural capital as it takes time 
to acquire cultural capital and this “expenditure of time is made possible by possession of 
economic capital” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 25). This conversion of capital occurs when an 
individual goes to school to increase their credentials, however this conversion also can be 
converted back to economic capital as it provides the individual with the ability to acquire 
more economic capital (Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu, 1986). Over the course of one’s life, their 
overall capital will increase and decrease (Bourdieu, 1984). This means that not all forms of 
capital need to increase or decrease at the same time and sometimes only one form can 
fluctuate at once (Bourdieu, 1984). Capital plays an important role in the understanding of 
social spaces as it is the capital that organizes the field and sets the rules. 
 With regards to the current research, capital plays an important role in understanding 
the structure of the social media world. As one’s social media profile is constructed to obtain 
positive feedback, this feedback becomes a form of capital that can increase one’s social 
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position. Capital cannot be separated from the social being nor the social world. Therefore, to 
speak of any social interaction or social thing, capital must be taken into consideration. 
Habitus  
 Another main concept is habitus, which can be interpreted and defined in many 
different ways. Habitus refers to a system of dispositions that shape the individual through 
their past experiences or history (Bourdieu & Chartier, 2015; Bourdieu & Collier, 2018). 
Individuals do not enter a social space without any past knowledge or experiences. Social 
beings enter social spaces with their habitus, which refers to their past experiences, or rather, 
the history that resides within individuals (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu et. al., 2014; Bourdieu 
et. al., 2020). However, this definition is just one of many ways to understand Bourdieu’s 
notion of habitus (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu & Collier, 2018). The history that social beings 
acquire through past experiences and by playing the game (Bourdieu et. al., 2020), in 
addition to the history that acts through social beings (Bourdieu et. al., 2014). This acquired 
knowledge of the game is described as a feel for the game which social beings gain while 
playing, they develop a better understanding of the field/game (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). In 
simpler terms, the feel for the game is the relationship between habitus and field. 
 Similar to capital, the habitus is embodied within the social being. The habitus helps 
make sense of what someone is doing as it looks beyond the external stimulus (Bourdieu & 
Chartier, 2015). By recognizing habitus as a system of dispositions, the experiences an 
individual has can be taken into consideration when seeking to understand the social world 
and beings (Bourdieu & Chartier, 2015). One’s habitus does not determine one’s life as it is 
not their destiny (Bourdieu & Chartier, 2015). The habitus is at the foundation of 
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understanding why social beings act as they do within social spaces as the habitus is 
embodied within the individual and cannot be separated from one another (Bourdieu & 
Chartier, 2015; Todd, 2005). 
 In sum, when visualizing a field, one must recognize it as an abstract space that has 
been constructed in relation to the positions of the social beings within it and constructs the 
possible arrangements of these positions. These positions can be seen as both classifications 
and hierarchical social positions (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). First of all, hierarchies can be 
understood as a form of classification. Individuals are classified into categories that both 
separate them from and position them in relation to others. These assigned properties in 
terms of social spaces can be associated with the capital that one holds. Therefore, the 
hierarchy of social spaces can be explained by the process of classification which position 
individuals due to their habitus and capital. These three main concepts that Bourdieu 
contributes to sociology prepare one to study any social space, including social media. They 
allow for one to break down social spaces to their basics and take a deeper look at what 
forces are at play. Bourdieu’s theoretical approach may not be the normative approach to 
understanding identity expression and development, however it allows one to understand 
specific social spaces and the identity presentation process that occurs within it. Bourdieu 
provides a new and unique approach to an endless line of inquiry on identity development, 
self-presentation, and social media. 
Social Media through a Bourdieusian Lens 
 While current research provides a basis to understanding social media as a virtual 
performative space, the chosen approach remains individualistic. For example, the research 
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tends to focus on the individual users and their behaviours. As in how users can carefully 
construct their online self-presentation by deciding which aspects of the self are shared and 
which aspects are hidden from others (Marwick, 2013; Davis, 2017). Social media platforms 
allow for users to construct various self-presentations (Corts, 2016). Unlike the physical 
world, social media users are able to actively and carefully engage in the curation of self. 
However, by taking a Bourdieusian approach social media users become the players or the 
social actors within this virtual performative space. 
 By approaching social media users as the actors within a field, users can be further 
understood through Goffman’s theory of impression management. The front-stage self can be 
used to further explain the notion of the online identity, and what forces play a role in the 
curation of the online self-presentation. This approach also presumes an equivalence between 
presentation and identity as the self is performed and curated processually throughout their 
day-to-day interactions (Davis, 2017). As users engage with the platforms through their self-
presentation, they become aware of the restrictions and rules of platforms that consequently 
also influences their self-presentation.  
 As a whole, social media platforms strive to have users present themselves in a 
singular consistent manner (van Dijck, 2013). As social media platforms allow users to 
experience new and infinite ways of presenting oneself that may not be possible in the 
physical world, these platforms also limit their users by encouraging them to establish a 
singular online identity (van Dijck, 2013). As stated above, social media platforms strive on 
the presentation of a single identity as it allows for their algorithms, purposeful 
advertisement, marking, and more to run more accurately and smoothly (van Dijck, 2013). 
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This push towards a singular online identity is not unknown to users (van Dijck, 2013). Users 
begin to intentionally and unintentionally play the role they assume online.  
 As I stated above, previous research remains individualistic in its understanding of 
social media usage. However, a Bourdieusian approach allows for the understanding of how 
this performative space is structured. Thus, social media as a whole can arguably be 
understood as the larger field that contains subfields. Social media platforms as a whole 
establish the rule that users should present themselves in a singular coherent manner. 
However, the ability for users to change their self-presentation based on the platform 
suggests that each individual platform, such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and Instagram, 
acts as a subfield of social media. Each platform sets its own performative rules for users to 
embody (Davis, 2017), and in doing so, their users adapt to the individual platforms (Corts, 
2016). Therefore, each platform has distinct aspects from one another and can be treated as 
subfields. The social media platform of Instagram is of particular interest as this platform 
allows its users to consciously engage with in a process of self curation while obtaining 
visibility and status. 
 In the field of social media, the Instagram platform is a visual oriented platform with 
a strong emphasis on aesthetic. On Instagram, individuals present what is known as their 
edited self, which portrays an authentic yet curated self-presentation (Caldeira et. al., 2020). 
One’s profile is an attempt to display their authentic self through a curated aesthetic that is 
created to be considered instagrammable. The instagrammable refers to certain aspects and 
standards that a user’s content and photographs aim to satisfy in order to be considered as 
good enough to be shared on Instagram (Caldeira et. al., 2020). 
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 A user becoming instagrammable is not an unconscious process; rather users engage 
in a process of curation. Curation involved the cautious selection of materials to display 
(Davis, 2017). This process allows users to decide what to share and when to share it (Davis, 
2017). More specifically, Instagram users engage in what is referred to as an attentive 
process of curation, which begins well before the user enters their Instagram app. It begins 
with the photo being taken and continues as the user carefully chooses which photo to use, 
which filter or edits to use to enhance the photo, what caption to use, and when to post 
(Caldeira et. al., 2020). However, the process does not end when the photo is posted 
(Caldeira et. al., 2020). Instagram users are able to continuously revisit their profiles and 
archive or repost past photos in order to edit their self presentation or more specifically, their 
instagrammable aesthetic (Caldeira et. al., 2020). This process allows users to carefully 
create their profile, also known as their edited self, through the ability to carefully curate 
their presence and lack of on Instagram (Davis, 2017). This curatorial process involves a 
series of complex decisions about documentation, sharing, privacy, and publicity (Davis, 
2017). It is also important to note that users are aware on some level of the art of online self 
presentation that they are participating in as a tool for self-improvement (van Dijck, 2013). 
 The process of curation that Instagram users engage in hold similarities to both that of 
journalists and artists. Both of these can be considered as sectors within the field of cultural 
production: social media users can be seen as similar to journalists and writers produce for 
producers. However, to be one that produces for producers, one must create for themselves 
rather than to please others (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). As users claim that their profiles are 
authentic, they produce content for themselves. However, users also curate their profiles to 
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satisfy the standards of Instagram, which would mean that they share similar attribute to what 
Bourdieu refers to as best-selling writers. Similar to Instagram users, writers and journalist 
are forced into some sort of self-censorship by the dominant class (Bourdieu, 2010). 
The Bourdieusian Approach to Understanding Instagram 
 Rather, it may be possible that Instagram users better fit Bourdieu’s description of an 
artist than that of journalist and writer. Artists inhabit a field of restricted production 
(Bourdieu, 2010). This field of restricted production comes with struggle that is derived 
between the artists and those art is produced for (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). Artists produce art, 
but their production is restricted by the dominant class (Bourdieu et. al., 2020). With regards 
to Instagram, users range from everyday people to influencers to celebrities. Influencers and 
celebrities play the game in order to gain visibility by understanding the algorithms and in 
doing so, setting the standards of the platform. In general, algorithms function without the 
user’s complete awareness, yet they play an important role in structuring the social space of 
the Instagram subfield (Cotter, 2018). Users are aware of the algorithms, however the 
knowledge of how these algorithms function is partially unknown.  
 As stated, Instagram influencers and everyday users engage what is known as a 
visibility game. Instagram’s algorithms play an important role in determining who’s and what 
content gains visibility (Cotter, 2018). Through the establishment of initial performative 
rules, these initial rules set the initial conditions by which users are seen (Cotter, 2018). 
However, it is the algorithms that reward Instagram users for conforming to these rules with 
visibility (Cotter, 2018). Whereas everyday users play the visibility game, celebrities and 
“influencers have made it their business to understand the algorithms that govern visibility … 
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as a means of growing their follower-base” (Cotter, 2018, p. 896). The growth of followers, 
and the increased engagements result in social status and social capital that can be referred to 
as attention economy (Marwick, 2015). Similar to the current social media research, attention 
economists see social media identity presentation in a Neo-liberal individualistic way, where 
the individual is emphasized throughout the process. Where some look at the exchange of an 
inauthentic and curated identity for likes and follows, Bourdieu’s sociological lens allows us 
to explore the structure of this attention economy, and the rules and principles that guide this 
exchange. 
 Furthermore, the subfield of Instagram is a game within the larger field of social 
media. However, the game cannot be reduced down to the players and the rules, but rather by 
“considering the assemblage of actors [including] users, algorithms, and [the] platform 
owners” (Cotter, 2018, p. 899). In fact it is the users that play the game and are required to 
the gain an understanding of the rules (Cotter, 2018). As there is no rulebook for Instagram, 
rules are discovered by users through their engagement with the platforms themselves and 
through the understanding of the algorithms (Cotter, 2018). By making the non-existent 
rulebook existent, users can win game (Cotter, 2018). Yet, authenticity must not be forgotten 
throughout this discussion as it remains an important part of both curating one’s 
instagrammable aesthetic and playing the game. Curation is thus the practice that 
differentiates everyday users from influencers as they are the ones that accumulate capital 
which can then be converted into other forms of capital in the physical world. It is with the 
application of Bourdieu that the practice of curation can be identified on social media and 
further explored. 
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The Practice of Curation 
 The instagrammable aesthetic becomes a practice that is carefully constructed. 
Similar to what Bourdieu defines as taste in Distinction, both taste and instagrammable 
aesthetics “vary in a necessary way according to their social and economic conditions of 
production, and the products on which they confer their different social identities” (Bourdieu, 
1984, pp. 100-101). These instagrammable aesthetics and tastes acts as a performative veil 
for the conditions and dispositions one carries. The act of curating an instagrammable 
aesthetic is a practice that is similar to that is outlined in Bourdieu’s equation of practice: 
“[(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 101).  
 First of all, curation refers to the careful selection of materials to present (Caldeira et. 
al., 2020). With regards to the current research, the term, curation, refers to the careful 
construction of one’s Instagram profile as users take control over their self-presentation. 
Previous social media research has identified different forms of digital curation, such as 
attentive curation (Caldeira et. al., 2020). As stated above, attentive curation involves the 
careful construction of one’s online identity through a series of decisions in order to decide 
what to share and what to conceal from the social media world (Caldeira et. al., 2020). Users 
only share a fraction of their everyday online. Another form of curation is product curation, 
which refers to the content that is shared and with whom it is shared (Caldeira et. al., 2020). 
The curation of this content is driven by the goal to gain the attention and engagements from 
their followers. However, digital curation has been under theorized. The practice of curating 
an instagrammable aesthetic can be understood by breaking down the equation of practice in 
terms of Bourdieu’s major concepts: habitus, capital, and field. 
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 Within the square brackets of the equation of practice lies the multiplication of 
habitus and capital, which represents the bounds that interlock these two concepts (Bourdieu, 
1984). An individual cannot separate themselves from the habitus and capital as they are both 
embodied by the individual (Bourdieu, et. al., 2014). On the other hand, the field lies semi-
separately from the habitus and capital as individuals can exit and enter different fields 
(Bourdieu, 1984). By applying this equation to social media, users may switch subfield, i.e. 
move from the Facebook app to their Instagram app, but their habitus and capital remain 
embodied within the user. However, as the user switches platforms their self-presentation is 
altered due to the differently structured space. In sum, users find themselves on different 
platforms with the ability to present themselves differently but the user themself has not 
changed.  
 When substituting Instagram in the equation for the field, the practice becomes the 
instagrammable; or rather, the practice of curation is to make oneself instagrammable, and 
the social being or user lies within the square brackets as they embody both the habitus and 
capital. The habitus should not be mistaken for one’s online self presentation nor one’s 
identity. The habitus provides the foundation for identity development and in regards to 
Instagram, the curation of one’s edited self which is formed in a process of curation with the 
arrangement and rearrangement of the embodied meaning, value, and past experiences (Todd, 
2005).  
 On social media, users accumulate various forms of capital. However, the main form 
of capital at play is social capital. The accumulation of capital is based on the content being 
posted and the engagements achieved by this content. The more engagement or connectivity 
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that a user accumulates can be converted to economic capital. If a user gains enough 
engagements from others, they gain the status of being classified as an influencer, which 
provides them with the opportunity to convert the cultural and social capital that is gained 
through their posts to economic capital. Additionally, attention economy is unique to social 
media as it acknowledges that one gains a higher social status online by gaining more 
engagements through visibility. However, it is the ability to post content that will gain the 
visibility through the practice of instagrammable and the process of curation. Users achieve 
visibility by engaging with the algorithms. These algorithms are what allocates who gains 
visibility or rather, capital and thus accumulates capital. 
 Users engage in the practice of instagrammable through the process of curating one’s 
Instagram profile. While on Instagram, users are more likely to present a curated self as they 
are influenced by the hidden rules that dictate what to post and when to post in order to 
obtain more engagements, and gain a higher social status through their curated profile. This 
raises once again the question of to what extent are users presenting their authentic selves 
online. One’s profile becomes a product rather than an authentic narrative like platform 
owners prefer. While Bourdieu does not help us explain this exchange of the curated self for 
online engagements, it helps us understand the structured space that this occurs within. I 
believe that Bourdieu’s theoretical lens thus allows for Instagram to be broken down into the 
rules and principles that can be understood as the equation of practice. The use of practice 
provides me with the tools to understand the field of social media along with the subfield of 
Instagram, and its structure. 
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Implications 
 Bourdieu’s notions of field, capital, and habitus allow for a greater understanding of 
the practices of curation that users engage with on Instagram, as well as, focusing our 
analyses in the ways in which platforms and their algorithms create particular kinds of fields 
that we recognize as instagrammable. As Instagram has become a more pervasive aspect of 
one’s everyday, it has become a tool for the curation of self and a social world with its own 
structure and normative behaviours. This analysis of the social behaviour on Instagram sheds 
light on the forces at play within the platform that allows for users to take control over their 
self-presentations and engage in the process of curation. The ability for users to archive posts 
and repost previous posts provides their users with the ability to continuously curate their 
self-presentations on an everyday level. However, this has only more recently become a 
reality with the increased pervasiveness of social media. The use of Instagram is no longer 
just a pastime or a place to explore, Instagram needs to be accessed as a social space that 
people go to for socialization and self-presentation, and understanding it in they way requires 
us to use a Bourdieusian lens. 
 As I stated above, throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals have turned to 
social media for social interactions. The pandemic has called for social distancing measures 
to limit the number of face-to-face interactions one can have in to attempt to reduce the 
number of COVID-19 cases. Social media platforms have allowed users to engage in safe 
social interactions during a time in which physical social gathering are frowned upon. While 
many are familiar with the idea of self-presentation on social media, the ways in which social 
media may be impacting self-presentation practices and identity development is less 
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thoroughly explored. This research explores how users manipulate their profiles to present a 
specific aesthetic on Instagram and thus their self-presentation. More research is needed to 
explore the impact that Instagram and other soil media platforms have had on notions of self 
and identity. 
 Further exploration on how the process of curation impacts the notion of self and 
identity is needed to understand the notion of profileness that has penetrated this social space.  
Currently, profileness can be understood as the intentional curation of self in the form of a 
social media profile. The notions of authenticity and intentionality come into question and 
problematize the equation. Instagram allows for these questions of intentionality and 
authenticity to be placed and answers/explanations to be sought out. Further research is 
needed, however Bourdieu provides a framework with which this problem can be explored. 
Bourdieu’s theory may not have been formed during the social media era, but they remain 
important in the understanding of the social space.  
 This research utilized Bourdieu’s sociological lens as he provides a unique 
perspective into the social media world, along with the processual lens required to better 
understand the process of curation that occurs on social media platforms, such as Instagram 
Social media research remains individualistic in their approach. This limits one’s ability to 
understand the social behaviour that occurs on social media as its scope is too narrow. 
However, Bourdieu allows for a greater understanding of the structures within a social space 
and the forces at play within the social media world. This allows for a greater understanding 
of the practice of curation rather than the psychological processes that users are engaging 
with to produce their online profiles. 
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